This article describes a problem-based learning (PBL) 
meets once or twice weekly with a professor only. It could also be an effective approach to implement in much smaller classes.
My interest in PBL evolved from a previous positive experience with service learning. Both pedagogies abandon familiar rote-learning models that focus on memorization and regurgitation. The most appealing aspect of PBL, similar to service learning, is the hands-on immediacy and experiential nature of the course's content. However, whereas service learning requires students to engage in service to others that is community centered (McCarthy & Tucker, 2002) , PBL does not necessarily include an element of community engagement. One important commonality between service learning and the current PBL example is the emphasis on structured time for student reflection and a focus on connecting the project to learning (Kendall, 1990) .
Background: PBL
Academics have long appreciated the learning potential that experience provides, which is a key underlying principle of PBL. To illustrate, John Dewey (1938) , the philosopher and educator, wrote that "problems are the stimulus to thinking." He further explained:
The problem grows out of the conditions of the experience being had in the present, and that it is within the range of the capacity of students; and, secondly, that it is such that it arouses in the learner an active quest for information and for production of new ideas. The new facts and new ideas thus obtained become the ground for further experiences in which new problems are presented. (p. 79) PBL focuses a student's experience and underscores the significance of active learning that Dewey described. Another common PBL principle that characterizes this project is a change in the instructor's role from lecturer to facilitator/mentor/coach. This change means that implementing PBL will likely result in covering about 20% less subject knowledge than in a regular lecture-based course (Albanese & Mitchell, 1993) . Thus, a significant portion of the time formerly spent on content is instead devoted to mentoring and consultative activities to support students in the PBL project.
Structuring a course around PBL requires students to learn the fundamental principles of a subject in the process of needing it to solve a problem. This is one of the essential components of PBL. This ensures that they become actively involved in learning rather than merely coming to class and passively listening to a lecture (Johnson & Johnson, 1982) . Increasingly, courses that involve the customary cycle of homework, exams, and library research pro-jects have limited ability to challenge students. Furthermore, there is also legitimate concern regarding how much students retain from a traditionally delivered course after it is over (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998) . In contrast, one of the most attractive aspects of PBL is the potential to create an unforgettable-possibly even life-changing-experience as part of the learning process. In the following sections, I describe the components of my PBL organizational behavior class and describe how I adapted PBL principles to achieve the goals of this course.
Real Problems in an OB Class
Because the focus of PBL is learning by solving problems, the problems that students address in a PBL course are critical, and essential to the success of the learning that occurs. Many published resources for PBL exist for chemistry, physics, biology, engineering, and medical education (Barrows, 1994; Farmer, 1985; Sternburg, 1982) . In addition to these topics, the excellent University of Delaware PBL Web resource (www.udel.edu/pbl/) presents sample problems addressing biochemistry and criminal justice. Yet my search of the PBL literature for relevant examples and engaging problems elicited no business or OB problems. Thus, when I implemented PBL pedagogy in my class, I decided to let students generate their own problems.
Fortunately, the PBL approach is appropriate for OB problems that occur at school, in a student's personal life, as well as in the workplace. This means that PBL is appropriate for students in an OB class who possess any level of work experience or no work experience at all. Although more than 40% of the undergraduates at my university are employed, some of the most interesting and unforgettable PBL projects I have observed revolved around either school-related or personal-life problems that OB concepts can address. The PBL project I describe here follows six steps I developed to customize PBL for my class: problem identification, problem-based research, solution plans, measurement plans, presentation, and reflection.
STEP 1: PROBLEM IDENTIFICATION
On the first day of class, I asked students to write on an index card a very short description of their most important concern at work, school, or in their personal lives. This activity sets the stage for the PBL Course Problem project. I read a few of the descriptions aloud (anonymously) and connected them to the content of the organizational behavior course. For example, I discussed how organizational behavior concepts such as conflict and negotiation, motivation and job satisfaction, or teamwork can address problems stu-dents have identified such as roommate conflicts, reward and promotion issues at work, or free-rider concerns in a class project, respectively. By far, I found that students' most frequently identified problems are related to stress, time management, and work/life balance. Again, these are issues for which OB research provides abundant resources.
Having identified links between problems that affect students' lives and the subject matter of OB, I assigned students to develop a one-page description of a course problem that they will approach from the standpoint of an OB concept. To guide them, I provide three examples (see Appendix A) that illustrate work, school, and personal problems and that connect to one of the course's many topic areas. I encourage students to choose a work-related problem as their course problem; however, because not all are employed I also accept problems they encounter at school or that deal with issues in their personal life. Some typical work-related problems, and the OB concepts that apply to them, include the following:
• working with an unreasonable supervisor (conflict management, communication)
• absenteeism or turnover issues (motivation, job satisfaction, reward)
• conflict with coworkers (communication, conflict, negotiation) • obtaining visibility and favorable work assignments (communication, mentoring) Typical school-related problems and corresponding relevant OB concepts include:
• finding an internship (goal setting)
• working with a free rider on a group project (teamwork)
• resolving difficulties with an international teaching assistant (cross-cultural issues) • deciding on or changing one's major (decision making) • raising one's grade point average (goal setting)
• time management (self-management) Students have addressed a wide variety of personal problems as well. Because I require in-class presentations of the course problem and students' progress and results in achieving solutions, I am sometimes amazed at the life problems they are willing to share publicly with classmates. Furthermore, this is one aspect of this assignment with immense potential for significanteven life-changing-work to occur. Some life problems that my students have tackled are
• reestablishing relations with a prodigal brother (communication)
• weight loss or physical fitness (goal setting)
• stopping smoking (goal setting)
• individual assertiveness (personality)
• managing care of a diabetic grandfather (teamwork)
• deciding whether to marry someone (decision making)
The beauty of PBL in an OB classroom is that the course can become an occasion for solving problems in a way that is systematic, objectively verifiable, and replicable. Another attractive aspect specific to this customized PBL approach is that it allows students to do concentrated study and become expert on one OB concept for which they take ownership. This contrasts with skipping from topic to topic as weeks pass and chapters go by during the course of a semester. As noted, orthodox PBL necessitates a reduction in amount of material it is possible to cover in a semester; however, the positive trade-off is a deeper understanding of something that students are more likely to remember. The second step in the PBL process as I have designed it is independent, problem-based research.
STEP 2: PROBLEM-BASED RESEARCH
After students have identified a problem to address, they move to the second part of the project. In this phase, they are required to locate and use at least four external (library or Internet) sources in the process of finding solutions to their problem. They are then required to submit annotated references for these sources to ensure they read and assimilate them early enough in the semester that they will be able to carry out a plan for problem solution and measure results. The four-source requirement has proven to be a workable minimum, however many students do far more extensive research to find potential tactics to solve their problems. I attributed this high level of motivation to the fact they are working on problems that they have chosen, that have specific meaning to them, and are therefore of great interest.
Monitoring the sources students use and being aware of some possibilities for solutions creates an opportunity for the instructor to act as a facilitator/ coach or consultant. For example, one former student was employed as a staff photographer for a local professional sports team. Her problem was male colleagues who devalued her role and contributions so that she felt overlooked in the workplace. I directed this student to some books that address the topic of gender conflict and the glass ceiling and offer practical career advice to women. This is a topic that receives only passing attention, if any, in an introductory OB course. The student learned a lot about the topic, and the result did not depend on my teaching the content of these books. Instead, I acted as a consultant to make sure she knew these resources were available, learned from them, and applied them to her problem.
STEP 3: SOLUTION PLAN
After completing the annotated reference assignment, the focus becomes developing a step-by-step action plan for addressing a problem. In addition to devising a plan, my customization of PBL requires students to include target completion dates for each step in it. For example, someone who is developing a solution to a goal-setting problem-such as finding an internship-might set target dates for developing a resumé, identifying companies to apply to, sending out resumés, and dates by which to secure a first interview and later an internship offer. Including provisions for rewarding oneself for goal achievement may also be part of a goal-setting project. The thoroughness of a solution plan displays the level of understanding and research a student has achieved during the project's research phase. Committing to target dates also facilitates keeping the project on track, and it is helpful in the case of large classes where it is more difficult to closely monitor individual progress throughout the term.
STEP 4: MEASUREMENT
Soon after developing a solution, I required students to devise a measurement plan to evaluate the effectiveness of their solution. Measurement of the results of problem-solving efforts, including and beyond self-assessment, is one of the primary benefits of this customized PBL project. In addition, measurement is usually the most challenging aspect of the course problem. At this point, additional class time is well spent clarifying quantitative versus qualitative measurement, discussing what it means for something to be objective and measurable, and covering rudiments of experimental design. Incorporating measurement into the project is not part of the definition of traditional PBL; however, it strongly underscores principles of OB courses relating to objective and verifiable measurement to document change. I found that measurement in the PBL project becomes a good counterargument to the observation students sometimes make that OB is "just common sense." The obligation to carry out objective measurement of the success-or lack thereof-of a solution they developed clarifies in a compelling way the differences between systematic study and intuition.
Unfortunately, not all problems suggest clear-cut and easily executed measurement alternatives. This is one of the parts of the project where teambased or small-group collaboration is extremely helpful. Students benefit from the opportunity to share their course problems with others and brainstorm to develop appropriate measurement tactics to track solution effectiveness. Cooperative work also allows them to disseminate learning they are doing individually, as they work through and learn more about their problems and the OB concepts and principles that address them. Sharing progress with group members at this point in the project is also helpful in ensuring that students receive timely and varied feedback about their problems and solutions, in addition to feedback they receive from the instructor. Although the measurement stage in the project is another point where an instructor's consultative role emerges, students are also highly effective in helping one another create measurement tactics that are original and elegant.
To accomplish measurement, my students have carried out an impressive array of thoughtful activities. They have constructed and analyzed surveys; measured turnover and absenteeism; charted productivity; tracked sales; and measured weight, endurance, and blood pressure, among scores of other tactics. For example, one woman who worked in a bar in which the staff pocketed drink money, delivered slow service, and gave too many free drinks measured success of her tactics for instilling organizational commitment by calculating the ratio of the bar sales over liquor inventory costs. Another more original, but certainly effective, measurement tactic included counting M&M's consumed on the job in a student's stress management problem. Another individual, whose course problem dealt with leadership, periodically estimated the number of fruit flies in his kitchen to track roommate compliance with a clean-up program.
STEP 5: PRESENTATION
The Course Problem project culminates with student presentations of problems, solutions, measurement, and results. At various times, I have had my students do this via poster presentations, PowerPoint presentations, and term papers. The most effective method has been PowerPoint presentations. Presenting a problem and its solution allows students to teach others something about the concept they researched. This provides everyone exposure to a variety of topics the rest of the course may not have covered in detail. For example, self-management is generally a minor content area in OB textbooks, yet the coverage of time-management solutions that is likely to occur through class presentations more than compensates for this shortcoming. Unlike traditional PBL, this customization means that students learn one OB concept in significant depth, they benefit from presenting it to others, and they are likely to long remember the concept and how to study it systematically. In this way, as John Dewey (1938) suggested, this experience becomes "the ground for further experiences" when new and different problems confront students later in life.
FINAL STEP: REFLECTION
Reflection is not part of traditional PBL, however it is a key element of this customization. Whether the course problem culminates in a poster, PowerPoint, or paper, I always include a reflection element at the end. Structured reflection is a way to maximize learning and help students process experiences that puzzle or surprise them. It directs them to think more critically about things that happen that they cannot explain using explanations that seemed to work previously (Eyler, Giles, & Schmiede, 1996) . As Eyler and colleagues (1996) noted, reflection leads to understanding, which then leads to more informed action. Including reflection in the course problem borrows directly from Kolb's (1984) model of experiential learning. Kolb argued that individuals move through a cycle from concrete experience to new knowledge. One of the elements of this cycle is reflective observation. Whatever model or theory one adopts, reflective thinking is a key to making experience-in this case experience with a real-life problem of a student's own choosing-into an educative experience.
A request to engage in structured reflection may be a new experience for students. It is possible to guide them by suggesting they address some of the following questions in their reflections:
• What did you learn about yourself while working on this problem solution?
• What was the most difficult part of the process?
• What part of the project required you to master new skills?
• What could you tell another person about how to effectively solve a problem like this one? • How would you go about solving this problem differently if you were to work on it again? • How happy were you with the outcome of the solution you implemented?
See Appendix B for a sample reflection illustrating how one student responded to the reflection assignment.
Another way to ensure that reflection occurs is to use it as the basis for an essay question on the final exam. I usually ask students near the end of the term to submit potential essay questions for the final that incorporate reflection. I pick some finalists and let them vote on the one they will write for the final. Some recent final exam essay questions, all generated by students, have included:
1. Tell how you used one OB concept in solving your problem and relate this to another real-life situation you can solve. 2. Explain how the course problem you did and the information you found might be beneficial to someone in a management position.
3. In what manner would you use knowledge gained from your course problem to help with business-related problems you may encounter in the future? 4. In what way did completing this course or course problem change (if at all) your opinions about leadership, coworkers, or people in general?
Final Thoughts
There are a number of variations available to modify this project. One I have found successful was incorporating a self-analysis of the problem solver's personality into the course problem. Students may complete online or paper-and-pencil personality inventories and include them in their presentations, posters, or reflections. They may then describe how their personality type or characteristics affected their approach to the problem or its solution.
It is helpful to plan in advance how to handle students who want to tackle a workplace problem but are not powerful enough, or adequately positioned in a firm's hierarchy, to be able to actually carry out a solution plan. This involves deciding whether the mere process of devising a workplace solution, even if one cannot carry it out, is equivalent to the learning one can achieve from addressing a life problem that can be solved. Obviously, a workplace problem absent the ability to enact actual measurement misses a critical learning element. In contrast, students should be able to implement solutions to nearly any life problem. My preference is to consult with those entry-level students with workplace problems and help them develop small, measurable actions that are within their range of legitimate power. I try to help them identify incremental changes they can achieve in the workplace that are meaningful, even though they might not include wholesale reworking of the reward system, the hierarchical structure, or the work processes in an organization.
Another nuance I have experimented with involves requiring that students develop additional workplace applications of their solution concept or, if they did a life problem, to tell how the solution could be applied to a different problem that could occur in an organization. This achieves one of the outcomes Dewey (1938) judged important: broader application of learning after the problem was solved for the class.
Implementing PBL in the OB classroom has been a way to stimulate some powerful learning experiences among my students. It has invigorated my teaching and my enthusiasm for the course. Student comments on the course problem have included the following:
• Something I have learned from doing this project in a real-life situation is that things don't come as easily as you can write them down on paper.
• One of my concerns when I started was that it would take a considerable amount of sustained effort on my part in order to motivate the employees I supervise. Instead, what I am finding is that the positive nature of the techniques I am using creates a less stressful environment in which to work for all of us.
• It was a real challenge to try to make organizational behavior theories work in a real-life circumstance outside in the working world.
• This was the most interesting class that I have had in 5 years.
A few caveats regarding PBL and the course problem deserve acknowledgment here. Students can always use more time on the process, so it is critical to get them started early in the term. Nonetheless, I once used this approach in an 11-day OB class taught over winter break and found that even in that constrained time frame students could identify a problem, research and implement tactics to solve it, and initiate measurement. Instructors who implement this process must commit to giving early guidance to students who try to tackle too big or complex a problem. Such projects merely set them up for failure, and it is often possible to help students break complicated issues into smaller, more manageable problems. Occasionally a problem will start out looking like one thing and turn into something else. For example, a student may identify the problem as a leadership issue and later discover communication fits it better. This can result in lost time for research and poor overall execution. Thus, faculty must be ready to redirect students'thinking if they begin to develop an OB concept for the solution that does not apply to their problem as well as another concept might.
This customization of PBL has helped me develop a deeper appreciation for the complex and demanding lives so many students lead. It has also achieved one result I sought in adopting it as the pedagogy for this course: PBL effectively replaces rote with experiential learning. In this particular adaptation, PBL also has the potential to make a lasting impact on work or personal life that a student may retain long after the course ends.
Appendix A Sample Problems
Students view these three samples before they complete the first assignment. The first assignment is "Write a description of your course problem and tell why it matters to you. Discuss what particular OB concept might address this problem."
SAMPLE PROBLEM #1 (WORK PROBLEM)

Problem Description
My mother and I own a business together. We manage a concession stand that contracts for a number of festival, convention, and special occasion events downtown and elsewhere. Our concession stand has from 3 to 20 people working at each event. Our employees are usually all still enrolled in high school, and we have a lot of problems getting them to show up for work, be on time, and stay employed through the end of an event. There is a tremendous amount of turnover. We continually have to hire new people.
It is frustrating to never know if enough people will show up for work so that customers can be served effectively. When we do a bad job of customer service the word of mouth can hurt our business. It is also discouraging to continually have to hire new people, spend time training them, and then watch them leave so that we have to start over again. My mother and I often work the soda machine when we could be developing strategies for obtaining new business or finding new product lines. The problems here include motivation, work values, and turnover among others. I have chosen to focus on motivation in solving this problem.
SAMPLE PROBLEM #2 (SCHOOL PROBLEM)
Problem Description
I am taking a class in which I must work in a group to complete the major project in the course. There are five people in my group, and four of us appear to be committed to the project and determined to get a good grade. Each of us four seems to be working equally as hard on the project. The problem is that one member of our group is not contributing as much as the rest of us. This person does not come to class regularly, contributes few ideas when present, never has assignments for the project finished at the agreed-on time, and generates problems and conflict during the few group meetings where she actually shows up.
This problem is important because it can have a significant impact on the quality of the group project. Consequently, it can have a major impact on my course grade, and ultimately my overall grade point average. This is a problem of social loafing, teamwork, and interpersonal conflict.
SAMPLE PROBLEM #3 (LIFE PROBLEM)
Problem Description
I spend a lot of time doing things for friends and family members that I don't really want to do, and that end up making me miserable. I babysit for my sister's children practically every weekend. Don't get me wrong, I really love her kids, but I am a college student and not a full-time baby sitter, and when I have free time on the weekends I want to spend it with my friends, not with two toddlers.
I also let my roommate borrow my clothes all the time, and she has ruined several of my nice things before I've even had a chance to wear them. Also, I continually find myself picking up and cleaning the apartment, even though she is the one who has made most of the mess. Most of the time, I don't mind doing things for others. But between my sister and my roommate I have little time for myself, and I feel like a human doormat. I resent the impositions, I am mad at myself for never speaking up, and I am very unhappy with the situation.
This problem troubles me a lot because it is frustrating to see others take advantage of me, and not know how to stop it. I would like to be able to stand up for myself better, but I don't want to damage my relationship with my sister or my roommate, either. I believe this is a problem of interpersonal communication and assertiveness. Actually, it is more a lack of assertiveness because of my inability to say "no" to requests to do things that are not good uses of my time or that make me unhappy or resentful.
